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Things You Don’t Know
By Ian Rosales Casocot

Sometimes it is enough to know that most days you can get through, even to the bitter end, simply by playing pretend. My husband pretends he is busy at work to bring home the proverbial bacon. There is no bacon, not even a stupid hotdog. Not since he got fired from watching too much Internet porn at work. 
But I don’t tell him I know.
This morning, he wakes early to go to the office, “to prepare for a presentation with the Big Boss for a major account,” he says. It’s sad, the way he lies. Any minute now, I expect him to grow his nose, like Pinocchio does. But I’ve been having too many nightmares lately, and I don’t care enough anymore to call his bluff. So I simply nod, and make do for another day by cooking him breakfast of daing and rice. 
“No bacon this morning?” he asks when I give him his plate. I struggle to keep my voice even. “None,” I finally say, forcing a bit of cheer into my voice. “There’s no egg to make for your regular sunny side-up either.” 
He smiles at me with that charming curve—lips all thick—that I once fell for, back in college. I decide two can play this game. I smile back, and pat him on the head, like I would a silly dog. 
He gets the last glass of orange juice from the pitcher I made last night. Margot has already claimed her share and is busy playing with an old doll. Her daing remains untouched, and she holds her glass with the reckless inattention of a six-year-old. I tell my daughter to be careful, and not to spill her juice on her plate. Sayang naman if that happens, I reason in silence. Soon I settle for instant coffee. I make plans to buy a bag of kalamansi before the day ends. That’s how I spend my days lately: I make plans, and I hope. Sometimes I pray, the way I used to when I was still a kid and my mother was all about being a good Born Again Christian—but nothing comes out of my most desperate Amens. I pretend God listens.
My husband stares onto his plate, and I try to imagine what he is thinking. I don’t get past despair or disappointment, those two easy road blocks, but I don’t tell him that. I want to tell him that the Internet bill is already due, and soon the electricity bill too, but I don’t have the heart to tell him all these things. Things you don’t know can’t hurt you, I tell myself. Pretending is easier, and I decide there will come a ripe time, soon. But not now.
Marlon proceeds to eat his breakfast, and tells me it is delicious. When, finally, he goes for my lips to kiss me goodbye, I turn my head slightly, heaven knows why, and he gets my cheek instead. “Goodbye, see you later,” he says, and I nod. I pretend all is well.

I don’t know where Marlon goes during the day. It has been two weeks. I suppose he is out looking for work. I suppose it is hard, given the rough times. It’s not easy, I suppose. And especially so when you are an architecture graduate, but have spent the last five years chasing papers in a no-name shipping company. When he comes home, at six o’clock sharp, he smells of defeat and the day’s traffic. That’s when I know all is not well still. The answer is in his furtive eyes, and the way he will not look at me. Then, when the dark deepens, we settle down and we pretend to laugh at the nightly sitcoms. That will soon go, I think, a little sadly, the cable TV bill is already three months due. I have learned not to care too much about little luxuries.
Something happens on the television screen, some antic from a mad comedian, and I laugh—a little too late perhaps. But I laugh, like my life depends on it. My husband laughs, too, after a beat. I can hear shards of emptiness in the way he roars. He tries too hard. I spy at him from the corners of my eyes, and he looks small in the growing shadows of the living room. He shrinks in the easy chair, the television’s blue light bouncing off his handsome face in angles that make him look old. I pretend I still love this man. It isn’t hard. You simply breathe in and out, in and out, and then you tell yourself you love him no matter what, over and over again. In time, it becomes easy to believe even the most outrageous of lies that we tell ourselves.
“Marlon,” I begin, “what do you think of me working again? I’d like to get back into advertising. I had fun in advertising.” 
I see him holding his breath. He does not look at me.

“I don’t know,” he says. “What about Margot? She’s only six.”
“Ma can take care of her during the day when you’re at work.”

He greets this with silence. Then, “Are you sure about this?”

“I’ve been thinking about it.”

He does not say anything. He turns the TV’s volume a little louder, the canned laughter becoming the soundtrack of our darkening room.

When he laughs again at some silly joke, I laugh too. And after the blue shadows absorb the last of our mirth, we look at each other and smile. We both know we have no idea what we are laughing about, but we laugh. Laughter is the last refuge for desperate men.
Margot thinks she is a Spanish señorita. Or Princess Di. She cannot decide which. But she curtsies around me all afternoon until evening, flitting about the house like a dainty little lady, maybe a butterfly. She calls me “Señora” in syrupy tones, like the talking Spanish doll I once bought her when she turned four. 

“Buenas noches, señora,” she tells me, and then gives me an awkward bow, both hands on the hems of her skirt, her small body lowering as her head tilts forward. 

I don’t know if she is being smart or being cute, but it is enough to get me past another day. She pretends, too, I guess. Yesterday, she was a ball of firestorm, flailing her small arms against me when I told her she could no longer watch Dora, not for some time, anyway. She had clicked the television on for her usual Saturday fix of cartoons, and there was nothing there, except the static of snow. Above the din, her piercing screams puncturing the morning quiet, I hushed her up: “Margot Emmanuelle Villafuerte! Learn to act like a lady! I have enough—enough!—of crying babies!” I muttered in that angry, hard way—my lips stiffening as I told her to stay put. Margot became quiet, her little face quaking from the tears still to spill. 

Today, she suddenly becomes a lady—and a Spanish flower at that. I try to remember half-forgotten Spanish lessons to call her bluff. “¿Qué quiere usted?” I ask, my grammar all wrong. When I see her face drawing on a blank, I heartily laugh, and proceed to pour myself a cup of hot water, for another dose of instant coffee. The kitchen is spotless and quiet.

Margot looks at me with such sad eyes, and simply says, “You are no fun, Ma.”

She slumps on the nearest chair and gives me dagger looks. I raise my cup of coffee to her, in cheer and toast, and she pouts some more. 

It doesn’t last, her temper tantrum. Soon, she is flitting about the kitchen again, having taken a white oversized hand towel, and flings it about her like wings. 

“What are you now? Still a Spanish señorita?” I ask while I strip the malunggay off the barest of stems, and drop the small leaves into the pile on my plate. It is nearly six, and Marlon will be home soon.
“No, I’m an angel,” Margot says.

“I’m not exactly sure that’s an improvement,” I say, laughing softly.

“I think I want to be an angel forever,” she says breathlessly, and for a moment, I felt utterly envious of the flights of her imagination.

She stops all of a sudden, and then she rushes to me, burying her head in the folds of my apron. “Ma, do you believe in God?” she shyly asks.

That takes me by surprise, and I laugh, nervously, not knowing what to say. I bend quickly to take her into my arms. “I don’t know, baby. But I do believe in blue skies and Santa Claus.”

“There is no Santa Claus, Ma,” she says. “He’s Christmas make-believe.”

I smile quickly and look into her eyes. They tell me nothing except a fervent waiting for a reply. How do you tell a six-year-old there are things you just don’t know? That reality is hard enough to deal with, and fairy tales are just fairy tales? I tell her instead, “Should I believe in God, baby?”

“Lola says I should pray and believe in God, or else I go to hell.”

“Your lola called again?”

Margot nods.

There is an eternal gulf between that and my own sighing. “Well, your lola is always full of bullshit,” I say.

Margot’s eyes open wide, and then she covers my mouth with her small hands. “Don’t say bad words, Ma.”
She fidgets in my arms. She wants to get down, and when I put her down, Margot resumes her flitting about in the kitchen, the wave of white fluttering about her. For the briefest moment, I can believe she is a cloud trapped in my little house. I can see, outside my kitchen windows, the quickening day settling into the golden sluggishness of the afternoon. Another day will soon be over, and my husband will be coming home. I want to tell him there will be no more television shows to mask what has remained unsaid. 

I look at Margot the angel, and I pray there will be more days like these when I can still manage to trick myself into believing there are angels out there flitting about in the startling quiet. They spin around in the air, and I catch my breath in remembered wonder. Most days, it saddens me that I choose not to see angels anymore.

Mother believes in the good luck of black ants. “That means money is coming into the house,” she tells me now, almost urgently. I respond by spraying a good dose of Baygon on the meticulous, moving trail. She’s been telling me this ever since I can remember, and I know it is not true. Our old house, deep in the ravages of Baguio, had squadrons of black ants crawling from the dead tree in our small backyard, a grassy mess that plummeted a few meters away into a crawl between us and another hill. But the old money has long since gone, and all she has left are her good manners, and a sudden attachment to Biblical pronouncements. How she reconciles her superstitions and her intractable Bible belief is beyond me. 
Sometimes I pretend I don’t hear her. It is not easy. Her voice assails me, and I know too well the forcefulness of that tone. I lost an entire childhood to that.

“Stop spraying that,” Mother snaps, and takes away the canister of insecticide from my hand. On the floor, near the kitchen door, the black ants lay in random clusters, all of them slowly dying. “You’ll suffocate us all with this thing,” she says.

“They’re carpenter ants, Ma,” I tell her. “They invade houses and eat all the wood, sometimes even better than termites.” I take the spray can from her, and deposit it in the cabinet beneath the sink. 

“Oh, is that true?”


This is typical of her, that slight edge in her voice bordering on ridicule, perhaps even apathy. I am my mother’s daughter, and she knows how to get to me.
I turn to her slowly, pretending this was just another silly day which will soon be over. I cling to that. When I finally look at her, I see myself years from now—and it hurts to look. It is sometimes hard to look at Mother. At 74, she looks at least ten, fifteen years younger, the volume of her hair cascading to her shoulders, a tinge of brown to them. She has taken to dyeing her hair since my sister, Soledad, died, and now I see that she wears make-up too. But her lips are a rouge too deep for her age, her eye shadow the wrong shade of brown. But I don’t tell her that. She is smoking, and refuses the strawberry jam sandwich I’ve offered her. She is sitting in her usual chair, her hands clasped firmly together, as if in prayer. When she makes the slightest gesture for the pitcher of kalamansi juice on the dining table, I move.


“I learned all about ants in high school, Ma. Would you like a glass of kalamansi?” I go to the cupboard to get her her usual drinking glass, but she is now shaking her head, patting her belly at the same time with a scowl. She says she’s been having stomach pains lately, but thanks me anyway for the bother.

“Carpenter ants. What do you know…,” a hint of wonder in her voice. I don’t know if she means that—but I have learned to expect that Mother never means much of anything she says. “I didn’t know that. The things they teach you now in school,” she continues. “I heard Mrs. Paltinca, your old biology teacher, has cancer. Of the bones? That must have been hell. I wonder if she is a Christian.”


“She died last week, Ma,” I tell her, sitting down next to her. “We all went to visit her wake.”


“You and your classmates?”


“The old high school barkada, yes.”


“Good. I hope you were a good Christian witness to them. Bring them to the Lord. I remember them to be quite a rambunctious bunch. That Gina was a tramp.”

I quickly stand up, and start washing the dirty dishes in the kitchen sink. “What are you doing here, anyway?” I ask her.

“Looking for Marlon,” she says.


“Marlon’s at work.”


There is a pause, and then:


“Doris, look at me,” she says.

But I don’t look at her at all. 


“I’m washing dishes, Ma.”


“Fine. You’re always like this every time I come visit. Am I not welcome around here anymore?” She is standing up now, and is gathering her things. A purse, a scarf, a shopping bag. 

“You don’t know anything, Ma.”


“Because you don’t tell me anything at all. What am I, a prophet?” She is gripping the top of her chair, as if she is afraid she will be toppled over.

“How much do you need to tide you over?” she says.


“I don’t know what you’re talking about.”


“Fine,” she says, and begins to move towards the door.


“Marlon will be home soon,” I finally say. “We’ll be okay.”

She stops, and turns to me. “I’m worried about Margot.”


“What about Margot?”


“She called me yesterday…”

“You call her everyday—”

“… and she tells me is having tea with Gabriel and Michael and Camiel and Hamaliel and Nemamiah...”


“But I don’t know any Gabriel or Michael or…,” I say, thinking hard. “Margot has new friends?”


“They’re all names of archangels, Doris.”


“Oh.”


I don’t know whether to laugh or cry.


“Don’t worry, Ma. She only thinks she’s an angel.” 

“But it has been four days. Four days, hija. She calls me every day and tells me she is flying in the clouds. And that she’s having tea with other angels. I don’t like it.”

“It’s cute. She’s only six-years-old. And you, of all people, should be delighted she’s making up all these fantastic things about heaven. It’s right up your alley.”


“I don’t like it.”

“I wanted to be Darna when I was six, didn’t I?”


“And then you woke up the next morning wanting to be something else.”

“She’s only six, Ma.”


“I’ll pray for Margot. You should, too.”

When she leaves, I sit down on the chair my mother has just sat on. It still feels warm to the touch, and—I don’t know exactly why—that is when I feel there is not much use pretending anymore. There are bigger things than denial, I suppose, and when the tears finally come, I taste their sad saltiness. This is what fear tastes like, I tell myself, and not without a secret inner laugh, and then I get up to prepare dinner. Above me, in her bedroom, my daughter flies about in the white toga she has found, her wings—something I’ve fashioned for her from white cartolina, glue, and rattan—flapping in hopefulness, counting down the hours when my husband comes home, at six o’clock, with more of his lies. 
After dinner, Marlon refuses to call Margot with her new angel name, Zagzagel. It is a little too difficult to pronounce, he says, and he doesn’t know what it means. “It means Angel of Wisdom, Dad,” Margot—or Zagzagel—says. She stands her ground near the staircase landing, my little girl, her hands on her hips like she means it. The scowl on her little face is radiant with sweat. But it has been four days, and she is still wearing her white toga, which is a little dirty now, and her halo and wings are a little wilted from play and the abundance of Marikina’s heat. She refuses to take them off. “You need to take a bath some time, Margot,” I had told her, angrily, on the second day of her cherubimic fancy. But six-year-old girls sometimes take their battles to heart, and she cannot be moved. “Angels don’t take baths, Ma,” she says.

“How’d you get that name, Zagzagel?” Marlon asks her.

“Don’t humor her, Mar,” I tell him. Like father, like daughter. I want to shout, but I don’t do anything.

“Well, remember that book lola bought me for my birthday last year? It has names of angels in them. There’s Valoel…Shekinah…Rashnu…Xaphan…” Margot recites them like a litany, each name a cipher, each name a sound that drives deeper a wedge between me and my days. I feel the tension rising in my throat. And yet, I also feel a desperation to have what she has.

“Xaphan?” my husband asks.

Margot nods. “Xaphan is the angel of invention.”


“I didn’t know inventions have guardian angels,” he says, a little too amused.

“But Xaphan’s bad,” Margot says. “He wanted to set heaven on fire.”


My husband sighs. “I know you’re my little angel, sweetie,” he says, “but don’t you think this play has gone far enough? Mommy tells me you don’t want to take a bath anymore. Come on, Margot. Enough of this.”

“My name is Zagzagel.”


Margot troops up the stairs to her room, dragging behind her a trail of cotton balls.

“What are you doing with my cotton balls?” I call after her.


“They’re clouds, Ma,” her tiny voice rings out before I hear the thud of her bedroom door closing.

And then, there is only my husband and I. “She’s coping,” I finally tell Marlon.


“From what?” 


“You should know.” I say this softly. 
“Well, she’s your daughter,” my husband says. “You have to put a stop to this soon, you know. Jesus, it has been four days.”


“Exactly.”


“I want my old life back.”


“We don’t always get what we want,” I tell him, my eyes searching his. If only he would tell me, I tell myself. Where do you go while I try to carry on with this life full of pretending? But he turns around too soon, and he too disappears up the stairs, his sudden silence like the exquisite betrayal of fallen angels.
Mother calls me mid-morning as I leaf through my old résumé, a decision finally forming in the hollows of my gut. She says she is spending the day and night in the hospital for a procedure. Endoscopy. The whole thing sounds harmless enough—although it is, quite truthfully, invasive, from how mother describes it. “I’ll be over there in an hour,” I tell her, but she stops me. 
“I don’t need you here right now. You have other—bigger—problems to look after,” she says. “It’s just endoscopy, just another procedure. I’ll be fine.”
I don’t know exactly what an endoscopy entails, but she has been complaining of pains in her belly for days since I last saw her. She refuses to see a doctor for the longest time. “Quacks, all of them!” she’d say. “I’d rather pray.”

She calls again, much later, to ask about Margot. There is a loneliness creeping into her voice that unsettles me. I tell her Margot is fine, but that the girl still thinks she’s an angel. “That child worries me endlessly,” Mother says. “Your husband worries me. Maybe that’s why I’m getting all this pain.”

“I’ll be fine, Ma.”


“Where is he now?”


“I really don’t know, Ma. There are many things I don’t know anything about anymore…”

Later, she calls again. “What if I have cancer?”
“You don’t have cancer, Ma.”

“But, what if?”

“What does the doctor say?”

“They don’t tell me anything yet.”

“I’ll come visit you later today. It’s not cancer, Ma.”

“Pray for me, Doris. I need all the prayers in the world now.”
I don’t answer to that. Haven’t I prayed enough already? I think to myself, and I grip the phone a little harder. There are too many things to pray about, a flood of them, and there are not enough Amens in the world to make things all right.
I hear my mother’s voice crackling in my ear. “Did you hear what I say? Pray for me.”

“Okay, Ma,” I finally say, and then I hang up.


Later, she calls me up again: “Dr. So-and-so says I have ulcers!” and says it the way other people talk about having a new grandchild. 

 “It’s because you don’t eat enough, Ma,” I tell her. “And you smoke a lot too.” I roll my eyes. Not out of apathy, but for her theatrics. She has the passionate sense of passive aggression down pat, and I have perfected the art of not humoring her. She loves, and hates, me for it. We share the same birthday—thus we know the cosmic drama with which we shape our lives. She doesn’t eat. She has a big refrigerator at home, which she refuses to stock. “I’m all alone in my apartment,” she’d say this same mantra over and over that it has become a prayer, “and I can’t eat all that food, you know.” Then again, I think of how she gets full by the second bite of whatever it is that is on her plate—plus a glass of water and a green banana and a pack of Marlboro Lights.

But Mother also has her ways of persuading me to slide into an old sense of guilt: that of her empty nest, her world now devoid of daughters to berate, and feed, and love, and suffocate with attention. But what more can I expect from someone who has raised two children single-handedly, without a husband at her side? When Soledad died years ago, while giving birth to a still-born child whose father we did not know, mother was never the same again. Now, she only has me, and my growing silence—and she remains the only one who can see through the most elaborate of my pretensions.
When I finally visit her in Holy Child Hospital, where she once bore me forty-five years ago, she is parading around the room in her casual wear and jewelry, make-up still thick. “Why are you not in your hospital gown?” I ask.


She dismisses this suggestion with a flick of her wrist. “The doctor has not come by yet. Besides, I’m watching my soap operas.”


“All that is just a string of lies and drama, Ma,” I tell her, dismissing the lilting musical score that now opens her first favorite TV show. I sit down on a small bench upholstered white, and Mother sits up on her hospital bed, her fingers clicking the volume button of the remote control.

“Ha! You just don’t know how life truly goes.”

“You tell me,” I say, forcing in a little snort.

“Sometimes, Doris, you have to realize that life is so much more like soap operas than we care to admit. Sometimes life is even stranger and harder,” she says. “We have our little secrets. We have our little sins—our endless transgressions.” She says that last word with relish. “In the end, it’s enough that we understand how human each of us truly are in our imperfections.”

“Is that from the Gospel of Matthew or Mark?” 

“How you talk,” she replies.

Later, when the doctor comes to tell her to get ready for her IV, I help her in the bathroom into her crisp, white hospital gown, which she likes. “I like the way it scrapes my skin,” she tells me. “What perfect laundry they must have here.”


I laugh.


“Hey, look,” she says, suddenly twirling around in her hospital gown, “I look like an angel, too.”


I do not want to watch the doctor insert the dextrose’s IV needle into her arm. At her old age, Mother still flinches from the prick. Or even mere suggestions of it. Then she suddenly shoos me away. We both laugh out loud for no reason at all.

Straight from the hospital, the traffic home hellish, I pick Margot from the neighboring apartment. The neighbors are a sweet elderly couple—Manong Julian and Manang Natalia—who, I have since found, are always too willing to help. I suppose it is because they don’t have grandchildren of their own, their son Rafael is gay and is living it up in Los Angeles, and so they have taken to Margot like she is their own. 
I apologize to Manang Natalia for the bother. And for my daughter’s strange get-up once more. And for the stubborn way she still insists that she be called Zagzagel. Margot’s hair, unwashed for six days now, is mottled in the growing humidity. When she sees me, she flings herself into my waiting arms, kisses me, and then makes a dash for our own door.

“She thinks she’s an angel,” I offer an explanation to the old woman, an apologetic smile on my face. “Six days, she’s been like that. Sometimes I don’t know what to do.”

“Well, sometimes you just have to grin and bear it,” Manang Natalia says. “She won’t be six forever.”

“Thanks again, and sorry if she’s been a handful.”


“Nonsense,” Manang Natalia says, “she’s a sweet kid.” It occurs quite suddenly to me that I can love her forever for the tact she makes by not commenting on Margot’s strange looks, or the earthy smell of six days without bathing.

I follow the sound of my own angel as she flits about the house again, her toga dragging along with her. I wonder how this must go: my sanity, or the fragility of her young imagination? Each one weighs in equal measure, or so it seems—but sometimes enough is enough. I call Margot to me.


“Come on, baby, it’s time we take a shower together.”


“I shan’t!” she cries angrily—all too suddenly. I do not expect such vehemence from an angel.


“Margot Emmanuelle Villafuerte! You are not an angel! Take off that stupid toga, and those stupid wings, and get in the shower!”


She looks at me with such sadness, her anger absent. Her eyes tell me something else: that faith is a fragile thing, and is easily lost. 
And then she runs. 
Out the door, into the yellowing afternoon outside. It is almost dusk, and the sounds of homebound traffic—people coming home, cars getting garaged, evening meals being prepared—has become a distant crescendo. I follow Margot out the door, but she is gone. The subdivision is too big.

“Oh, Jesus,” I cry beneath my breath. From my apartment, the roads lead to everywhere, criss-crossing left and right. I look. Down that road, down this road. I search frantically. It amazes me, even when my own anger threatens to overwhelm everything else, how she can run so fast, and disappear. But it does not take me long to find one clue, and then another. In the next corner, after the sari-sari store, I find her halo—the silver sheen of its aluminum foil tattering—on the ground. Further on, there is one wing, its white cartolina feathers muddied and torn. And then, even further on, another wing. And finally, her white toga, wrinkled and shredded, dumped on a low santan bush—one of several that lined the subdivision’s little park. 
But Margot isn’t here. Not on the slides that have seen better days. Not on the jungle jim. Not on the swings, which hang like forlorn things in the motionless air. But on a bench not far away, I see my husband, his back turned to me, his face towards the sunset. His briefcase sits beside him.

It takes me a moment to calm the gathering tides within. 
There he is, I hear myself thinking. 
I come up from behind, and he turns to look at me. He does not seem surprised by my sudden presence. He does not smile even, but there is something in his face that demands a certain gravity. And so I sit with him. We stare, both of us, at the sunset for a long time. We don’t say anything. We don’t even touch. We just sit. And finally, the tides finally turning inside me, I find myself slowly breaking down. Through my tears, I sputter out what I need to say: “Margot ran away. I can’t find her anywhere.”
And Marlon’s voice is calm, and somehow that unruffles me as well. “She won’t get far, I suppose. I’m sure we can find her,” he says.

I nod. And then I ask, “How was your day?”

My husband looks at me, not with the saddest eyes, but with a gaze that somehow manages to tell me everything I need to know. 


“Not so great,” he says. 
I count out the silence.


“It hasn’t been great for a very long time,” he continues.

“I know,” I say.

“I’m sorry.”


“It’s all right.”


We sit there some more, until the silence dissipates into a cacophony of the nearby houses preparing for nightly rituals. The sun has set. And soon we both stand, he picks up his briefcase, and we turn to go home. When we open the door, we find Margot curled up in her father’s easy chair. It is not too hard to wake her up. She startles to wakefulness when we close the door, and we come to her.

“My halo broke,” she says, her voice sleepy. She yawns. “And I think I need to take a bath. My wings broke too.”

“It’s all right,” I say. “And tomorrow, we take that bath.” I take her tender frame into my arms. She cradles her sleepy head against my chest, and I fold her in some more. She feels small, like a secret treasure, like something that possessed all I need to know now in this world. Love, forgiveness, understanding—all the bright little things easily lost in the rush to live. I have forgotten that, somehow, but there is always some point to start over again. I kiss Margot goodnight. “Everything will be all right,” I whisper at her. And I look at my husband, a question hanging in the air between us.

And he also says, “Everything will be all right.” 
Somehow, like how one knows the truest things, we both know we are no longer playing pretend.
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